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Krenek: The Three Overcoats of Anton K.

Ernst Krenell.

THE THREE··'OVERCOATS
OF ANTON K.

TON K. was a man who did not live in his own country-that is, i,n the country which had issued his passport.
This circumstancet-was not a matter of much concern to·
anybody. At that time Diany people lived for all sorts of r~asons
in countries other than their own. There they attended to their
business, had their friends and enemies just as if they wer~ still at
home, and one let it go at that. Anton K. had been for quite some
time in a "foreign" country, ~ one calls it, and he could perhaps
have become a citizen of his host country. He had never seriously
considered it, since np particular reason for such a move had'occurred. Subconsciously he may even have said to himself: "I.did
not pick out my first ¢itizenship. \Vhen I reached a certain age I
was told what country's citizen I was. I am not more responsible
for that than for the color of my hair. If I now choose a difIer€nt .
country I might make a mistake, just as I might dye my hair In a
manner that would prove unfavorable later on. Thus) had b~tter
let things stand as they are:'
This remained well and good until in K:s original country
certain political processes took place by which the structure of
that country was so changed that it was,hardly recognizable any
longer. In a way it even ceased to exist. Not really, of course. The
land with its mountains, rivers and lakes, partly at least with its
cities a~d their inhabitants, was still there. But its political substance appeared to be essentially affected, absorbed as it was by a
powerful neighboring state.
Anton K., because of the long time he had spent abroad, had
lost almost all contact with his so-called home. By and large he did
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noLapprove of what went on there, but his attitude was rather
theoretical. He had little inclination or reason for displaying it
actively, and hardly touched upon it except for a few moderate
words in conversation with his friends. Although many heartrend'ing events were reported in connection with those changes.
K. did not feel like dropping his detachment, so indifferent was
he toward anything that happened there. l'hrough his long stay
in a fOJ:eign country he had become used to looking upon political events as something entirely removed from his responsibility
or participation.
The complications into which K.'s life was thrown as a consequence of the processes mentioned are therefore not the sufferings of a political fighter engaged in a struggle against the fate of
,his country~ Such figures are, according to the vantage' point of
the observer, worthy of either reverence or hatred, and an account of their fight may either inspire or discourage emulation.
But since in such
cases even the most appalling amount of suffer.
?
i~g may always be ascribed to a cause that was created by free will
(namely to .the decision of the fighter to become one) , this suffering is less typical of the inconceivable coercion inflicted upon the
innocent by a world that thinks of itself as equitably organized,
and could not maintain the pretense of being so organized without that coercion.
The factthat in troubled t~mes innocent people ar~ robbed,
pillaged, even killed, evokes a great deal of sympathy, but it fails
to shake the unimaginative mind smugly hiding behind the
"equitable organization," because such things appear possible
only when that organization has been visibly suspended. "There
is a war on," or "There is a revolution on," is the excuse in such
cases, and while people generally agree that neither one ought to
be on, they content themselves quickly enough with what both
. war and revolution are like, if and when they happen to exist.
Perhaps the case of Anton K. is particularly noteworthy because
it o~curred entirely within the "equitable organiz.ation."
It began. when, shortly after these political events, a registered
letter was sent to-Anton K. Since he was not at home. the postman
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left the usual request for the addressee to present himself at the
post office with an identification paper. K. did so as he had done
frequently before and presented his passport.
"Nice day, isn't it/' said the clerk, who by now knew Anton K.
quite well. but who nonetheless examined·'the passport. Slowly
his eyebrows rose. "I am sorry, l\fr. K., I can't give you that letter.
I have reasons to presume that your passport is not valid."
"I don't understand," replied K. calmly. Frequently people
had made mistakes, misreading something or the like. "l\fy passport is good for another three years, as you can see."
"Oh yes, I can see that," said the official. "But you know what
happened. I mean to say that your country does not qxist any
longer, so to speak."
"Oh, is it that," said K., almost relieved, and tried to lend the
case an individual rather than general background. "That's perhaps' one way of interpreting the situation. But that ought not to
prevent you from handing me that letter. You know me well .
enough."
"Yes, of course. But I am sorry, it can't be done. I have to record
the identification paper on the basis of which I have ~landed out
the letter, and you can see that this might cause "-some trouble. I
am really very sorry, maybe another time . . . :'
Somewhat distracted K. stepped back from the window. He was
slightly annoyed because he had forgotten to see whether the letter had perhaps been lying near the derk, so that he could ~ave
guessed the sender from the handwriting. \\Tell, he would get the
letter anyway after a while-but how? They would again ask for
the passport, and everything would take the same course. How
then should. be get that letter? He still had not realized the full
meaning of the abyss into which he had just cast a glance. He
thought only of the letter. A friend to whom he told his experience advised him simply to write to the General Post Office and
ask them to waive the passport requirement in his case, because
he was. well known to the clerk on duty, and so on.
This appeared to K, quite reasonable. But when he was about
to put his request on paper., it suddenly dawned on him that there

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1955

3

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 25 [1955], Iss. 1, Art. 4
12

ERNST KRENEK

might be a still unknown perspective behind the little incident.
The trouble 'with the passport 'might perhaps lead to conse·
quences far more disagreeable than the affair ~t the post office.
I'~or the rest, it was annoying enough that he could not receive
registered ma~ters without complications. "VeIl then, something
had to be don~ about the passport-but what?
Certainly K., at least according to some reports, could now consider himself a citizen of that powerful neighboring state which
had usurped the prerogatives of his old country.. The vague feel,ing that not much good would come of it if he .approached the
..:consulate of that country proved correct when, after several quite
unpleasant hours of wa~ting, K. left the consular office.
There had been much pushing around of excited and oppressed people. K. had not see~ quite clearly what they. were after
-he also had not cared particularly-but many of them seemed to
have had problems similar to his. After he had waited and been
turned away at different sections of the vast and busy office, he was
finally told to fill out a printed questionnaire which was supposed
to further his affair.
""Vhat is your order number? Your basic number? Do you belong to group A? If so, since when? l-lave you been assigned to
~oup~B? If so, why? (Give date and number of decree) .. :' He
was sdppf)sed to answer these and many similar questions. He
was entirely unprepared, since he had never heard of "orders:'
"groups," "numbers." Apparently the changes that had occurred
in his native land were indeed of a fairly thorough nature, and he
had failed to inform himself in good time.
He retired into a bay window in order to ponder all these ques·
tions, and already began to envy a little the many people who
were busily pulling out of their e.nvelopes, packages, and brief·
cases papers that enabled them to fill out the questionnaires with
such frantic zeal. Then his eye wandered out of the window-onto
the sunny market square. There nice looking women moved
about in the shadowy lacework cast by the trees. On the glittering
canal a little tug hauled barg~s full of shiny fruit, and rowboats
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scurried out of its way. The trolley car swayed with ripging bell
around the comer, a line of automobiles cautiously following behind it. The image seemed to present with singularly suggestive'
power the reality of life, compared, tQ which the spectral business
in the office appeared to K. even more oppressive. Out there the
sun is shining, he said to himself, and I am sitting here in a sticky
atmosphere, pondering a "basic number" which I don't have. in
order to acquire a paper that should enable me to acquire another '
paper-that let~er which lies at the post office. \Vould it not be
much better to sit'on the terrace over there, to liave a drink and
to look at the life on the square and tl~canal? He felt almost relieved when other-people shoved him aside because they needed
his window sill in order to put down the basic numbers which
they had happily unearthed. .
.
Somewhat embarrassed, like a student, who bas flunked his examination. K. submitted his questionnaire, only sketchily filled
out. "You don't have any basic ilUinber?" was the rejoinder. "No
order number? Then your case can be dealt with only in your
home community. Fill out Fo~ C-17, and we will give you an
intermediary identification paper which will entitle you to pro~
ceOO thither." Somewhat hastily K. mumbled that he would return in the afternoon. and ran down the staircase. The absurd
and slightly shocking l'ormula "proceed thither" acted upon him
as an alarm signal. Here there was something going on in which
he was definitely resolved to have no part whatever, even without
knowing more about it. The fact that the administrators of those
affairs said "proceed thither" was su~cient to characterize their
sphere as disquieting.
Anton K. crossed the sunny square which he knew so well and
regained quickly a sort of carefree indifference. Here he felt at
home. After all. he had nothing to do with those wraiths, resolved
as he was to go along his peaceful way and,not to care for anything
else. Having his drink on the terrace he had forgotten the incident at the post office-until he happened to notice a man at a
nearby table taking a letter out of his pocket and reading it with
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much attention. It was a long letter written on several bluish
sheets, perhaps from a relative, with news from home. Under certain circumstances I can't receive such letters any longe~, he
thought, and a slight shiver ran down his spine. This is after all
an essential change in my life. I am cut off from one of the simplest functions of a normal citizen. Certainly, it may occur rarely
enough that I am not at home when such letters arrive, but as a
matter of principle tbe case is alarming. There may be stiU other
conditions in which I might be bothered by the dubious nature of
my pass~ort. For instance, traveling to another country. In fact,
~ that was the chief occasion on which a passport was expected to
; display its essential virtues. The times in which a railroad ticket
r
had been the only document necessary for journeys across frontiers had long come to an end. Now there were officials everywhere wanting to inspect passports. \Vould perhaps special difficulties arise.from this quarter?
That had to be tested, and at once. Overcome by a queer uneasiness, Anton K. decided to make the experiment of a little trip
over the nearby frontier. In the capital of the neighboring country, only a few hours ride from here, lived friends of K.'s whom he
visited frequently. The trip could also be useful in furthering
some affairs, not exactly urgent, but pending long enough. Quickly K. prepared himself for the journey, and in the evening of that
same day he crossed the frontier without any trouble. Nobody ob·
jected to his passport. The post office clerk must have been misin~
formed, or overzealous.
However a few days later, before K. had returned home, an important change of conditions took place. The government of his
chosen country ordered that persons who carried passports from
K.'s original country could thereafter enter only if they -could
produce a written permit issued by the new masters of that original country stating that they could return there at will. It all had
to do with the peculiar character of these ne~v masters. They
made some sort of a distinction among their citizens, and the
other countries \vanted to make sure that they could get rid of
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possibly undesirable visitors coming from there. The matter
seemed to Anton K. particularly preposterous, for he did not at
all want to travel to his original country, and ~ost certainly not
"return" to it, since he had not come here from there in the first
place. He found it almost inconceivable that he should be permitted to return to the place in which he had his residence, his
occupation, his friends, only if he could produce a permit to travel to an entirely different country, one to which he did not wish
to go, with which he had not had the slightest contact for many
years. A feeble attempt to obtain that apparently absurd permit
from the consul represen~ing the state which had taken over his .
original country was qu-ickly frustrated when he was told that
such a permit could only be given to him by the consul in the city
of his permanent residence. \Vhen he tried to explain that he
needed the permit precisely in order to get back to the place of
his residence. a polite shrug of the shoulders was the only reply.
!

forward Anton K.'s life took on an
entirely new complexion. His schedule was organized differently
than before. It was adapted to the hours of the many offices.he had
to visit. First it was necessary to obtain permission to stay for a
longer and as yet indefinite period of time in the country whose
involuntary prisoner he had become. They could not get rid of
him quickly, that much was clear. But this did by any means imply that lie could stay. Thus he wandered around in the unfamiliar city, at each office learning the address of another that had to
be consulted first. He climbed many stairways and waited in
many rooms, often alone, sometimes with many others, mostly
aggrieved people sitting on hard benches in sinister, drafty hallways, while angry clerks ran by and slammed the doors. He
learned the many ways in w~lich they examined his passport.
Some of them did not seem to find anything particular about it;
they took it in their hands as they would any other good passport
of still existing countries. Yet those who inspired such confidence
were not the most helpful. Their carefree behavior was only a
FRO M
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prelude to the statement that practically nothing could be done
with such a passport and that at any rate some other office h~d to
be consulted. Others raised their eyebrows, as the post office clerk
had done, when they saw the booklet; they even sighed, so that
one could see they bad already bad some experience with such
passports and were not at all pleased to be confronted with another. They in tum were not the worst, for their experience had
taught them various ways to deal with this sort of passport.
K. himself developed a strange relationship to his passport.
Previously, when the paper was still in full possession of its virtues, its owner had not given it much care. He bad not even
known in what pocket or drawer he kept it. Now that the thin
booklet had lost nearly all value, he treated it almost with tenderness. At all moments be felt for the pocketbook where the passport was, in order to m~ke sure that it was still there. For no ma~·
ter how problematical an object it had become, it was the only tie
that connected K. with the world of order and security. It was
precisely the problems which the mysterious paper constantly engendered that integrated its owner into the reality of properly acknowledged community life. Deprived of the passport, so he can·
cluded~ he would be struck from the list of the living and cast out
int~ bottomless, lawless chaos. He regarded each stamp that was
put into his passport with a collector's passion. The fact that some
office deigned to insert a remark onto the pages of the miserable
booklet ennobled it, being preof that it had not yet become en·
tirely worthless.
. K:s supply of papers increased. tremendously. Formerly a sit'llpic envelope had sufficed to hold his personal documents. Now he
had to acquire various big envelopes in order to stowaway the
constant influx of paper. There were documents, certificates, tab·
ulations, declarations, permits, decrees, letters in plenty, in addition to financial statements-for the offices frequently inquired
about what K. had lived on, what he lived on now and expected
to live on in the future. It was difficult to keep these papers separated as well as together at the same time, for some of them pro-
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duced the desired effect only in proper combinations, but it was
always different groups that were required for various purposes.
Although one had to wait for hours in the anterooms of the offices, it was necessary to work with nimble fingers in the office
itself and quickly to produce the required objects. Hone failed in
that, the office holder was often considerably irritated and the
outcome of the enterprise jeopardized. Therefore K. employed
many hours in hIS dingy hotel room practising various combinations of his papers. On the grounds of his many experiences he
invented ever-new lines of questioning and trained himself to
produce the evidence from his diverse envelopes with the greatest
possible speed. If he succeeded in a minimum of time in putting
together an imposing series of documents that might in their or·
der of succession yield a. consistent answer to the fictitious question, he ,vas proud as a chess champion who had engineered a new
check-mate in three moves.
He had plenty of time for such exercises, since the offices which
he had to visit were usually open only till noon, and during the
rest of the time K. was mostly alone. He no longer had much contact with his friends. In the first place he had stayed too long to be
still regarded as a rare and therefore welcome visitor. Also the
friends had started to avoid him a little, for conversation with K.
had become somewhat fatiguing. He never had been a singularly
brilliant fellow, but on the whole alert and with relatively wide
interests. But ever since he began pursuing this curious affair he
would not talk about anything else. He had lost interest in all
other things and could indulge for hours in reciting hisexcursions to the offices. He repeated verbatim the conversations that
he had conducted or overheard there, commented upon the psychology of the clerks and criticized the technique of the procedure as if analyzing a complicated symphony or a scientific system.
He pointed out shortcomings and gaps, adopting 'the spirit of the
inventors of those regulations, and suggesting improvements. He
did not tire of informing himself of similar cases and· followed
them with real eagerness as if they had been his own affairs. He
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compared them with his own experience, enjoying maliciously
the mistakes of his fellow-sufferers, or sighing respectfully when
he heard of somebody who was in a more favorable situation or
operated with better luck.
People wJto had no such problems found all this a little obnoxious. To them K:s attitude appeared like that of a man who has a
not very grave but tedious ailment which he takes too seriously.
In regard to the matter itself the friends tried to show some understanding. But on the one hand it seemed to them childish and
pitiful that an intelligent man would talk for weeks of nothing
but his passport. A passport after all was an object of entirely su1;>ordinate significance; one carried it in one's pocket and produced
it once in a while when requested to do so. On the other hand the
fact that somebody had some mysterious trouble with his papers
seemed to suggest something criminal. Of course they knew that
K:s ethical qualities had not changed a bit and that he had not
become an outlaw because of political incidents in faraway countries. Nonetheless, when they met K. they listened to him distractedly and wished him the best of success, not so much for his
own sake but rather because they hoped they would not have to
deal any longer with a man with whom something was wrong. It
is all very well and good to have an open mind above narrow prejudices, but if it comes to a test, everybody prefers to live on good
terms with the pow€irs that be, no matter what kind of powers
they are.
the whole affair seemed to hinge upon procuring one particular document. If it turned up, disentanglement
of the remaining difficulties appeared possible. The task was very
complicated indeed, for it was no less than to prove that one of
K.'s great.grandfathers, on the day of the'conclusion of a certain
peace treaty, had stayed together with his second son at a farmhouse that had been a family possession. F"rom this some conclusions could be drawn as to the citizenship of those individuals, for
the region had then changed its overlords. Since, however, deAT T II I S POI N T
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struction had been rampant, it was extremely difficult to provide
adequate proof. K. had had some success, but the essential paper
that would have completed the evidence was still missing. He had
traced a bill of sale that the fabulous ancestor possibly might have
made out 'at that place on the critical day, and which his son
might have co-signed. This document was to be fetched from a
distant archive: Meanwhile, however, the time given K... for producing the evidence threatened to expire, and new dire complications would result from that.
Quite depressed K. was sitting in a modest inn near the office
to which he was to repair after lunch in order to recite his achievements so far, present them as hopeful, and ask on these grounds
for an extension of the deadline. He lost himself in meditation as
to what on earth he had to do with this great-grandfather of his.
He began to shiver thinking of-rhe ghostly net of causality that a
blind and yet human power had cast upon his life. Suddenly
deeds committed hundreds of years before 'without any visible
cause, perhaps in thoughtlessness or for reasons no longer recognizable, took on vital significance. \Vhat if that man had made the
agreement on a different day? \Vhat if his son had been out of
town? If a host of pillaging soldiers had decided to burn down
just that house in which the paper was kept? All that. most trivial
factual business devoid of any real significance, suddenly took on
unheard-of importance, simply because somebody who had not,
and of course could not have, any inkling of all the possible implications set deadlines on which the fate of thousands of people
depended. If the historical conditions which' K. so laboriously,
tried to explore should tUTn out to be different from what he
wish(~d them to be, his whole future life might easily take a different course. He might not be able to return to the counuy which
he had chosen for his home; he might be imprisoned here and
later have to emigrate to some overseas colony of which he had
never even dreamed. In view of such possibilities would it perhaps have been more advisable to drop this whole business, to
"proceed thither," to look for a basic number and an order num-
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ber and to become a citizen in good standing of that great country? No, it was out of question. "Proceed thither" deterred K. as it
had, before. It made his original country appear sinister and repellent. Also through his dubious moving around in foreign
countries he had probably become suspect to the implacable new
masters. The matter had to be seen through.
K. woke up from his dlOughts with a start. He had almost
missed the hour most favorable for visiting the office. He quickly
put on his overcoat and started on the short trip. In the hallway
of the office he felt in the pocket of his coat in order to pull. out
tbe envelope with tbe papers to be used today, and bad a terrible
shock. ~he envelope was not there. Had he forgotten it? Lost it?
No. He found in the pocket an unfamiliar slip of paper, a streetcar ticket in a foreign language, a movie ticket of the same origin.
K. had put on somebody else's overcoat. 1Trembling he ran back
to the inn. There were no longer any guests. The waiter, who already was putting the chairs onto the tables in order to prepare
for the' afternoon's cleaning job, told K. that he bad been for
quite a ;time the last customer there. The unknown person had
appare~t1y left much earlier, nothing could be learned about
him. Perhaps he would come back. For just as K. now noticed
that dIe strange coat was a little tight around his shoulders,the
other fellow would occasionally notice the opposite. He would
also find the envelope with K:s papers. From them one could
hardly find out the identity of the owner, for they referred only
to the historical case mentioned, but the finder would certainly
return to the inn.
But he did not. Countless times, on the same and the following
. day, K. hastened to the inn, each time full of hope that the waiter
would nod at last, smile, and say dIat everything was all right.
that the str-anger had returned the coat and apologized for the
delay. K. even imagined possible reasons for the latter, pitied the
man in case something had happened to him. He was ready to
understand anything. Yet the fellow did not come, and K. fell
prey to deep depression. Should he noW' start everything over
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again? Perhaps it was possible to replace those papers, but how
much time, labor and money would that require? Should be not
rather drop the whole thing?
The more he ,vas tempted to accept this desperate solution, the
more often his gaze was attracted by the slip of paper which be
had found in the stranger's overcoat. A street address was 'written
on it, an address in a big city in another neighbouring country,
not too far away fTom the place where K. was. It apparently was
the same city from which the streetcar and movie tickets had
come, obviously the residence of the unknown man. Unfortunately nobody's name was given with the address, so that one could
not very well send a letter. There was only one thing to do: go.
But was that not absurd? And hopeless besides to try to go to still
another country, since it already was difficult enough to stay in
this one? But K. felt himself more and more irresistibly driven to
the step. Hi~ deadline here w:ts about to expire anyway. He could
not very well report that he had lost the documents. ,\-Vho knew
whether this new journey would not produce an unexpected solution of all problems?
the secret powers were agreeable to K:s decision, he succeeded with surprising ease in getting the permission for the trip.
They did not ask much about his reasons, they did not question
the validity of his passport, and they gave him the desired visa
without delay.
The big foreign city, unfamiliar to K., did not ma~ any impression upon him, and that alone was enough to make him realize how much his life had changed. Formerly a thousand details
of life in the streets would have interested him; he would have
looked for significant buildings, collections, theaters and otber
sights. All this came to his mind when he was lying down in his
room in the little hotel which had been recommended to him.
He stared into the murky dusk of the approaching evening. The
din of the 5treet barely reached the back room which K. had se. cured. Over the miserable black walls of dIe rear of the opposite
AS IF
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building he saw a piece of grey dingy sky from which drizzled indefinable, loathsome moisture, penetrating everything and paralyzing the very breath of life. The dire melancholy, of the hO,ur
was emphasized by the indistinct, mumed sounds of a sentimental
song played somewhere upstairs on a radio or phonograph. But
the accumulation of these symbols of gloom was somehow soothing. Anton K. felt sheltered in the forlorn isolation of his distrlal
room. Nobody knew yet about his presence in the enormous city,
he had not yet done anything that would have entailed consequences. It was a sort of furlo,ugh that he was granting to himself.
Furlough from what, after all? For weeks K. had been cut off
from his usual occupations and entangled in an unintelligible
system of processes that absorbed his whole life. And yet his case
was really not worth mentioning, He was not one of those unfortunate ones who through some fantastic concatenation of circumstances became "stateless," as the technical term calls it, pushed
along from one frontier station to the other, from one jail "to the
next. He was no political refugee either-one of those who sneak
without papers over frontiers in order to get away from their
persecutors. Ostensibly his case was normal. But this was the very
reason for its being 50 complicated. If he could have pointed out
some dramatic or catastrophic circumstances, he might have received the attention of agencies interested in such exposed human beings. Nothing was peculiar about K.; he had to go the socalled normal way, which however seemed to be all but what one
would understand by "normal."
K. got up with a sigh. If he wanted to use his time well, he had
to go to the address found in the overcoat. He went on his way not
without misgivings. How should he find the right person ifjt
happened to be a big house with many tenants? Perhaps it had
been an absurd coup de tete to make this trip on such flimsy
grounds? Anyway, he could not stop now, and so K. asked his way
through subways and busses until·he found the address.
The street was desperate and oppressive beyond all expectation. Two rows of houses, not very tall but absolutely alike, each
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with a gable and a sketchy bay-wiQdow-a spectre of threadbare
elegance by which their incredible ugliness was only emphasized
-all of them black from soot and ashes, and repeating themselves
in a dizzying perspective until the rows were swallowed by dark
night. Passing by i,nnumerable swampy and filthy frontyards K.
wandered through the nightmarish row until he found the right
number. He was somewhat reassured, for in a building of this
size it,would not be too hard to find the person who might know
something about the man who had K.'s overcoat.
Taking a chance he knocked on a door in the dimly lit and
dirty hallway. A pale woman with dar~ hair answered the door.
She looked less neglected tban one might have expected from the
aspect of the house. She wore a tattered dressing gown, but did
not seem to feel uneasy at being seen in that costume. In the dim
light her age was hard to determine. All she did not say anything,
K. started:
"Excuse me please, I am here because of an overcoat-could
you perhaps-"
"Ah," the woman interrupted him with a brief and bright exclamation. "Because of the coat? Are you froIlJ, the police?"
"No," said K. quickly, as much surprised as displeased by this
tum. "I am a foreigner."
"Yes, I could have told ~hat. But perhaps they now employ foreigners too."
"No," K. insisted. "I have arrived this morning. Do you wish
to see my passport?"
"Your passport." It sounded very mocking. "Don't trouble
yourself. Please come in."
It was a dimly illuminated room, but K. did not pay any attention to how it looked, absorbed 3:S he was by his task, strained by
using a foreign language, and amazed that someone did not want
to see his passport. The woman had instantly laid down on a
couch from which she seemed to have risen when K. had knocked
on the door. \Vhen her dressing gown opened slightly. one could
see that she was only scantily clad underneath. It was hard to tell
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what she had on, but she did not seem to mind if one noticed that
it was not much.
K. was somewhat embarrassed. He sat down on a chair in front
of the couch.
"I have come from B. In an inn there my overcoat was taken
away by mistake. You may wonder that I have come here for a
coat not at all valuable and rather a little worn. But in its pocket
I had certain important papers-not securities as you may think,
but personal documents. Now in the pocket of the coat which the
unknown man left behind I found this slip with your address ..."
At these words the woman quickly raised herself and grabbed
the little piece of paper which he had pulled out.
"Idiots," she mumbled, mostly to herself, as she looked at the
paper. Then she tore it up into small pieces, crumbled them, and
threw them hard into the fireplace.
K. was so surprised at this reaction that he did not know at first
how to go on with the conversation. After a while t1J.e woman said,
as if only now recalling his presence: "Excuse me-of course I
meant somebody else. You can't see the connection. For the rest
it does not matter. I understand that you wish to have back your
coat with those papers?"
"Yes indeed," replied K. "That is the purpose of my trip."
The woman stretched carelessly on the couch. A strange mood
overcame Anton K. It was the first time on his absurd odysseythat
be was not surrounded by the hostile atmosphere of dusty office
rooms. The air of the big, foreign city and the presence of this at
least quite carefree lady engendered in him a sort of adventurous
holiday mood. Cut loose for weeks from his ordinary routine, he
suddenly felt free from all normal responsibilities and inclined
to fall for the temptation of a brief moment that soon enough
would be obliterated by the continuation of his struggle. He
pulled his chair a little closer.
"I would be much obliged if you could help me. I suppose you
know the man who has departed with my coat?"
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The woman had a rauJer impish expression. "How should I
'know him?"
"\VeIl, he had your address? Or," K. tried to joi\.e, "do so many
gentlemen have your address that you could not remember any
one of them?"
"Perhaps," said the woman lightly. "Vou see how easy it is to
get in here." ,
K. was quite confused. \Vhy should this woman say things
which he could certaiMr interpret as an unmistakeable invita·
tion? Was she marking time? But what for? He was almost determined to forget about all that and to exploi~ the situation, since
it seemed pleasing to him.
"You certainly seem to have few prejudices against your visitors," said K., bending slightly over her.
"Do you say that because I did not want to look at that passport
of yours? I don't know what kind of relationship we are heading
for, but I am sure that paper has nothing to do with it."
"You are probably right. But during a strange period I had to
live through. I had forgotten that human relationships are independent from a system of formalities that society deemed necessary of establishment." He shifted from the chair to the couch
and tried to get hold of the woman's hand, a move which was a
little at variance with the academic tum his language had taken.
"That Is a formidable speech," she answered, tolerating
K:s
I
approach without resistance. "But I don't want to hear your story.
I know too many people who live in some disorder, confusion or
depravity. It all amounts to the same and it bores me."
"An eminently nonnal, bourgeois viewpoint," said K. almost
sarcastically, again falling prey to the intellectual aspect of her
gambit, although he was instinctively tempted in a quite differ·
ent direction. "That is approximately how my friends feel,hav~lig withdrawn from me ever since I have lived in the state which
you have well described as depravity:'
"I don't know your friends, but I think you know very well
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that those things are irrelevant to me for different reasons. Once
you have comprehended that, you will hardly find any paper
worth turning a whole life upside down for. Yet why should you
not 40 just that if you feel like it? Such a life is not worth much
anyway,"
K. bent further over the woman. "Perhaps you could help me
to comprehend?"
"Then you renounce the coat with those important'papers?"
asked the woman, curious temptation in her voice.
K. withdrew with apprehension. He had expected some price,
but not this one.
The woman quickly pulled her dressing gown together and got
up. "Obviously you are not yet through," she said with a changed.
dry expression.
K. got up too. "\Vhat do you mean-not yet through? \Vhat is
that?"
"You would not understand even if I were to explain it. You
must see to getting your coat. back."
K. sighed slightly. The hoJjday was over. Indeed he must. see t.o
his coat's recovery. In order to save face he attempted a little joke.
"You tried to play Madame Potiphar with me-so it looks, at
least-but I am not Joseph and don't let go of my coat when I
leave."
"But in fact you want to stay," the woman said. "For the rest I
think Joseph wanted to stay too. But it is not yet time for that."
Enough of riddles, thought K., suddenly sober. "Is the man
who has exchanged the coats here? Does he live here?" he asked
drily.
"No," answered the woman. "I don't think so. He may not
even be-oh yes," she corrected herself quickly, "he probably is
in town. I will give you the address of a coffeehouse. You will find
him if you go there now." She quoted an address.
"'Vould you please write it down for me," asked K.
"You'd better lvrite it down yourself. I will spell it." K. obeyed.
..And for whom shall I ask?"
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"Don't ask for anyone," she said. "He will recognize you and
give you the coat."
"That seems very strange to me. You think he would recognize
me?"
"Yes, certainly. I can see that all this appears peculiar to you,
but I can't explain it now. If you want your coat back, please do
what I say. It is the right thing."

.

.

K. felt confused and annQyed. \Vhat
absurd and really undignified situationsl He had been given the
run-around by this impenetrable but apparently rather flighty
person. What devil had prompted him to approach her in that
way? On the other hand he almost regretted that he had not given
in to the temptation. \Vas it not as undignified to sacrifice one's
freedom of action to this miserable paper business? He made his
way through a milling crowd that hurried home from work
through the damp fog. All these confounded eommon men certainly did not worry in the least about their passports and papers.
Most of them probably had no passports at all because they never
went abroad. And the world was now being molded after their
image. K.'s troubles were those of an infinitesimal minority to
whom freedom of motion and independence meant something.
But the literally overwhelming majority did not give a damn for
such ideals. They wanted to see their fenced-in lives regimented
and safe, and the few who did not con[onn were crushed. The
compact mass of these brutishly satisfied burghers crowding the
entrances of the subway and the bus stops filled K. with despair.
\Vhen they had found their seats they quickly perused the evening papers, but they did not stop for a moment at the political
news which K. studied day by day with the acuity of a detective
in order to discover how the progress of events might influence
his affair. These people at once turned to the funnies or the sports
page and did not care at all fOf events of allegedly vital importance. \Vere they perhaps "through," as the pale woman had put
it? But it did not seem likely that she had meant this frame of·
8 A C KIN THE S T R E E T,

,
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mind, which was rather one of dull innocence, still "on this side"
of an problems.
After some searching K. found the coffeehouse. It was a fairly
big, moderately illuminated place in a sidestreet jammed with
pedestrians. He looked in through the windows. It was filled with
customers, mostly men. Some were seated, but most of them
walked around among the tables, stopping here and there; it
seemed that nearly all of these people knew each other. K. was at
. once certain that he would never recover his coat at this PlaC~'
I
was preposterous to imagine that a man who had se~n K. sev
days before in a different city, casually, perhaps not at all, sho "
recognize him in this crowd-unless the exchange of the coats had
been managed intentionally. K. had not yet thought of this, but
nOlV' several of the woman's remarks seemed to hint at such a po.ssibility. In what sort of mysterious affair had he become entangled?
For a moment he thought of getting out of there and going to the
railroad station, leaving everything unfinished. However his return was not yet sanctioned by a visa and he did not quite know
how to obtain one. It bothered him that he apparently had undertaken his trip rashly, and as on previous occasions in the course of
his enterprise he felt that he could not any longer escape at will
from this net. He could not help but proceed step by step as ordained by the unknown powers. If there were even a faint possibility of recovering his papers here, he had to make the effort. In
his subconscious mind the idea formed that if the visit to the
coffeehouse should prove unsuccessful, he could return to the
woman and let her take responsibility for everything. It appeared
as a sort of emergency exit, though a rather dubious one if examined seriously.
\Vidl a quick decision K. entered the coffeehouse, found a free
table, and signaled a waiter. He hung the stranger's coat on a
- hook in front of his seat.
HI would like .. :' he began hesitatingly, since he had not
thought about what he wanted and was also having some trouble
with the foreign language. "I wish ..."
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"Oh, I see. One moment please," said the waiter, who went off
and whispered something into the ear of one· of the men that
stood around. To K,'s considerable surprise the man came to his
table and sat down opposite him, without removing his hat.
"It depends on the purpose you need the paper for and how
much you want to spend on it," said the strange man in a businesslike manner and with a speed that excluded objections, particularly for K. who had to prepare his sentences a little.
"If you mainly want to travel," the unknown man continued,
"a halfway inexpensive paper would do. You know how perfunctory the examination of such papers is as a rule. Of course if you
want to settle down, it ought to be something better than that.
You will have to deal more frequently with the authorities and
they have more time to study such a paper, they ask ticklish questions and sometimes retain the booklet, which may have all sorts
of consequences. Before 1938 we worked a great deal with Aus·
trian passports-it was a very popular article, many pages, long·
term validity. Now, of course, they are no good any longer, hard·
ly worth the expenses. But there are still lots of possibilities. If
you want to spend still more, I could point out a nearly legal wily.
""
There are various Central-American republics..•"
K. observed with some amazement that he bad gotten into a
place that was a market for false passports. He was'pardy amused
by the oddity of the situation, but also alarmed, because he did
not like being involved in such business lest he get into still further trouble. He listened with one ear, constantly watching to
see whether the man with his overcoat would appear somewhere.
It did not seem so unlikely now that the man might be here and
recognize him.
"You don't have to look around with such anxiety," said the
stranger, noticing K:s restlessness. "We are perfectly safe here. As
I mentioned, passports of some Central-American republics are
much sought after. They are, so to speak, genuine papers. There
are only a few formalities, which we gladly take care of for our esteemed customers. For the rest we distinguish between false and
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genuine only for external purposes; it is a concession to the mentality of our patrons. But I usually say that it would considerably
alleviate their conscience if they would share our viewpoint. A
man who uses a false passport, as the saying goes, is not doing anything unethical. It only means an extension of the sphere of law,
if I may put it that way. This is contested by some orthodox
8chools of thought, to be sure, but it is certainly open to-discussion whether.. .o'
"One moment please," K. succeeded in putting in edgewise
when he noticed that a shabby indivi~ual approached the hook.
K. got up quickly. He thought that the shabby one might be the
mysterious stranger.
"Did you perhaps take my coat away?" K. asked. The shabby
man looked flabbergasted. Obviously an overcoat thief, he prob·
ably expc:cted any question but this, which seemed crazily to an·
ticipate what he was only about to do.
lOIs this your coat?" he stammered. "1 am sorry," he added, and
disappeared without further ado.
K. returned to the table, confused. It had not been the man. He
was very much bothered by the presence of the passport dealer.
for he could not concentrate on his own business; but he did not
know how to get rid of the fellow, who was obviously about to
pick up where he had left off.
"'Vould you not like to change your seat?" he started strangely
enough. "I think there is an awful draft where you sit now, and
that makes you nervous. Some people can't stand draft; I can see
their point very well. But where did I stop? Oh yes, I wanted to
point out that you should not worry too much a~out the origin of
passports. In a broader sense this is just as good a passpoTtoffice
as the so-called official one at police headquarters. Certainly our
methods.. .o'
At this point a whistle blew, fairly close by.
"Oh hell," muttered the passport merchant and was gone with
a speed that struck K. as perfectly uncanny. It was as if the wall
had swallowed him. There were a few seconds of extraordinary
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commotion. In the background men seemed to be jumping over
the tables, which mad~ the place look curiously like a lunatic
asylum. The~impression was enhanced by the din of smashed cups
and gl~sses. Before K. could realize what was happening, he saw
several policemen race ulrQugh the hall to the rear exits. He
looked around and noticed that he 'was ule only guest left; all the
others had disappeared like bats. Then a huge cop with a ruddy
face reached the ominous overcoat, turned around, and investigated the inside. He addressed K.:
..Is this your coat?"
"Yes-that is, so to speak. It was exchanged..."
"Then come with us," said the huge policeman in a not unfriendly tone, keeping the coat over his arm. K. wanted to pull
out his passport and start to tell his story, but he realized at once
that it would be_ entirely useless. In an atmosphere in which the
line Offdemarcation between genuine and false papers had been
intentionally blurred, producin~ a passport could not possibly
make much of an impression. Too, the police seemed to be in a
hurry, so that K. deCided not to present his story until he reached
the office to which they would take him. He was much less excited by the incident itself than he had been previously by the
idea that such a thing might happen. He 'was reassured by Ule
fact that they did not put handcuffs on him~ a detail which he
habitually associated with police action. However, he was a little
embarrassed at having to go out into the chilly night with no coat
on, for the huge cop did not seem to think of letting go his trophy.
This circumstance made K. feel somewhat degraded.
he found only a few fellow-sufferers. It
was incomprehensible how the passport dealers had managed to
vanish so quickly. The trip was not long. K. 'was brought into a
room where they took away his papers and fingerprinted him,
without asking any questions. They were not rude or unfriendly,
just businesslike. After an indefinite period he was conducted
into an office which seemed to be that of an official of middling
I NTH E POL ICE CAR
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importance. The official was there, looking fat and fun-loving.
K:s papers lay on the desk, which reassured him, and the mysterious coat was spread over a chair.
"How did you get this coat?" asked the official.
"I was sitting in an inn in B. and put it on when I left. Later I
noticed it was not mine. Apparently the owner of this one had
taken away mine, for I was the last guest at the inn."
"Put the article on," he ordered.
K. obeyed. "You see, it docs not fit."
The official examined the coat like a tailor at a fitting. "Yes,
quite. It does not seem comfortable. Anyhow, we don't need this
evidence, for tVe know quite well to whom the coat belongs."
"Then possibly you could help me to get hold of hi":l ~nd
to find out what he has done with the papers that I bad in the
pocket?" said K. quickly, quite proud of observing his chance.
He did not feel that he was in the role of an accused or suspect
individual.
"'VeIl, well-that's a different question," replied the official.
"We will come back to it. First of all you tell me why you have
travelled here with that coat."
"As I said, I was very anxious to recover myoId coat, and when
I found in the pocket of this one an address..."
..An address?" The official sounded more excited than seemed
to befit a detective, or so it appeared to K. "'Vhat address?"
He reported how he had found the woman and how she had
sent him to the coffeehouse, while the policeman nervously shuffled the objects on his desk.
"And the slip with her address?" he finally asked. "You still
have it?"
K. reported how she had destroyed the slip, not without mentioning her unflattering interjection, fearful of harming his situation by admitting that a perhaps important exhibit had been·lost
through his fault, though without his knowledge or intention.
"Oh wen," the fat man grumbled, bending deeply ,over his
desk. "Very well. After all, she was rather right." He seemed to
\
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know more about the implications than K. "Did she not ask you
to leave the coat with her?"
K. found it better not to go into the details of the ambiguous
situation in which he had been involved, and said: "Not exactly.
I think not."
"But did they not atteIIl;pt to get the coat in the coffeehouse?"
"Oh yes, indeed:' replied K., and he reported the approach of
the shabby man. Now he also understood why the passport dealer
had encouraged him to change seats, so that he :would not any
longer be in a position to watch the coat on the hook. The shabby
one and the dealer had apparently been collaborating, obviously
informed of K.'s coming by the woman, who must have phoned
them at the coffeehouse.
"I knew it all the time, don't you see?" exclaimed the official,
pleased with this proof of his talents as a detective. "Those ra~ls .
will do anything they can to get the coat back." .
This did not seem quite clear to K. For if this was so, then why
would the unknown man have exchanged the coat in the first
place? O~e could not well presume that so clever a criminal had
done it by mist~ke.
"The point is this," he went on. "The coat which we have here
was found after a burglary in the consulate of the country in
which you have your permanent residence. The gangsters, who
had stolen passport blanks, official stamps, and other things they
need for their business, were probably surprised and left the overcoat behind when they ran away. For some reason they wanted it
back-perhaps something that would have compromised them
was sewed into the lining. Before we knew the full story, the coat
was removed from here to the woman you met-in what manner
is beside the point, as is the rest of the history. At any rate, you
have done a great service without knowing it, to us as well as to
the consulate which they robbed. I assume that you wish to return to the place of your permanent residence. I will give you a
recommendation to the consul, and he certainly will take the
necessary steps."

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1955

25

"'"

-

-

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 25 [1955], Iss. 1, Art. 4

34

ERNST

KRENEK

K. was pleased with this solution. "But how cal} I after all reo .cover myoId coat?"
1r
'"Now that, of course, is beyond my influence. \Ve don't know
where that man has gone. But I realize you can't travel without a
coat. I will see to it that you receive a new coat tomorrow morning at your hotel. Our expense, of course. We 'will have your
measurements taken right away."
:Meanwhile the man had already scribbled the recommendation to the consul. He seemed disposed to terminate the business
in a hurry, so K. did not get around to asking any more questions.
After all, he did not need to be concerned with details any longer,
since through this incident his affair had taken so unexpectedly
favorable a tum.
Back in his room K. examined the policeman's letter, and the
halfthvriting appeared to him curiously familiar. For a long time
he could not remember what it reminded him of. Suddenly there
was a flash of recognition. It was the same hand that had written
the address of the woman on the slip. \Vhat could this mean? K.
found that the light thus shed on the affair only made it appear
still more enigmatic.
\V I TnT II E A I D of his recommendation he actually obtained,
from the consulate which had been the victim of the robbery the
permit to return home without hindrance. In view of his merits
in the overcoat business they apparently waived the required certificate of permission to return to his original country, and the
chief calamity seemed to have dissolved as if by magic. Once
home he would probably succeed in settling his status and resuming his normallHe. Now the evidence concerning the deeds and
omissions of his great-grandfather was not important any longer,
so K.might drop the search for the vanished coat, too.
There was only one little formality to fulfill, for in order to get
home he had to travel once more through the country which he
had entered so foolhardily in ordeF to test his passport. But it
seemed thtilt a mere transit visa would not be hard to obtain, and
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for the first time in the course of his affair K. appeared with some
confidence at the consulate concerned. For caution's sake he carried the recommendation of the police official with him. He asked
to see the consul personally, and the audience was granted.
The consul, an elderly man with a sharply outlined, delicate
face, stood behind his desk, holding in front of him a big Tshaped ruler, resting his hands on the crossbar, a posture which
seemed somewhat odd to K. and reminded him of pictures of
medieval knights standing at attention with their swords planted
in the ground.
The consul spoke: "I already know about your case. \Ve are informed of the details of that burglary and of the results of the inquest, interested as we naturally are in the matter of counterfeit
1: passports. Unfortunately I am not in a position to grant you tbe
transit visa, this being against the instructions which 1 have to
obey. You have first to produce evidence that you may at any time
return to your original country."
"I have .been confronted with this request before," said K.,
somewhat shaken, but still full of desperate hope that this might
not be meant seriously. He was a little encouraged, as the consul
. relaxed his tense attitude, sat down at the desk, and let go of bis
strange tool. K. took a seat opposite to the consul, facing a window through which he could see some tree-tops shrouded in fog.
He continued: "\Vould it not be possible to grant an exception
in my case? You were so kind, sir, as to acknowledge my usefulness
in the affair of the burg.lary. I submit here a recommendation of
the police major, Mr. X., to show you that he too bas valued my
merits, unconscious as I am of their nature. lowe to this recommendation the salutary visa-perhaps it may be helpful here too."
The consul inspectcd thc letter. "I am not surprised that ~lr.
X. feels obliged to you. We know through you how the gangster's
coat was restoredW the police, but we have only conjectures as to
how it previously wandered from the police back to its owner.
\Vhat we know of :Mr. X. makes the assumption fairly plausible
that he was not entirely unconnected with the removal of die coat
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from his office to a person associated with the criminal, provided
that person was a female."
Then this was the explanation of the puzzling fact that the address found by K. in the pocket of the strange coat was written in
the hand of the policeman. In order to recover the coat, the gangsters had apparently arranged a contact between the fat joUy fellow and the pale woman, and in the course of that affair she had
probably succeeded in making him surrender the coat. Sometime
during the process he must have put down her address and forgotten the slip in the pocket. \Vhat an unlikely confusion of private and official life! But K. was not prepared to waste any more
time on this. "That is but one more complication," he remarked
brieHy, "of which I take cognizance without pondering the influence it may have on my situation."
"Very little, I can assure you of that, very little. This recommendation does not exempt you from the condition I have stated.
You understand that you must produce evidence that you may at
any time return to your original country," the consul repeated,
indulging in the stilted officialese as in a magic formula. One
could imagine that he was fain to adorn his reports to superiors
with intricate tabulations, in which hobby the elaborate ruler
might be of good service.
"I\fr. Consul," K. started, with the courage of the despair that
this unexpected outcome of his labors brought to him, "allow me
the remark that I do not understand at all. In the course of my
pilgrimage.1 have encountered many things which I did not understand and I have always remained silent. But I think that
through my sufferings I have deserved some insight into the
causes of all these complications. \Vith the country which you
call my original country I have nothing whatever to do. I want
to travel through your country for the sole purpose of retumingJ
to my home. This visa must be sufficient proof that I don't wish
to become a liability to your country. Besides, before 1came here
I enjoyed a permit for staying in your country which has not
even expired yet. If I had not come here, I would still be fuUy
entitled to stay there,"
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"That is precisely it," replied the consul. "If you had not come
here, all would be perfectly in order, for then you would vot
have to be dealt with according to the instructions which I have
to obey."
"I can see that, although I don't comprehend that these instructions should prohibit something that was allowed to me accord- .
ing to your country's laws as long as I stayed within its boundaries. In addition it was precisely through my journey to this
place that I am now presumably in a position to return home
and so to relieve your country of my presence. I admit that this
result could not be foreseen when I traveled here, but because
of my role in the affair of the overcoat it has happily come about.
And although I undertook the journey here without any detailed
plan, it was nevertheless with the clear intention of clarifying my
status. Had I remained in B. I would not have obtained this visa,
and I would still have to trouble your country with my presence
which seems to be so extraordinarily dangerous to you:'
"I can see that your argument appears to you completely logical," replied the consul. "I regret, however, that in the sphere
under consideration this logic has no validity. You would attain
your aim much faster and without headache if you would simply
go and get that permit from the representatives· of your original
country. \Vhy don't you do that, after all?"
..I beg you to conclude from the fact that I have not done it a
long time ago that it was not possible for some reason or other.
However," continued K., suddenly experiencing an inexplicable
but growing urge to put his whole affair to the hazard, "it is also
possible that I do not wish to ask for that permit nOll' to accept it,
because I do not approve of the regime that has established itself
in my original country, because of its cruelty and inhumanity.
Have you not heard anything about that, l\fr. Consul?"
"Yes, I have heard something," replied the consul icily. "But
officially it is not known to me. Officially nothing of the sort
whatsoever is known to me. I have instructions which I must
obey. On the other hand I am perfectly free in regard to my decisions, which however does not preclude the fact that I cannot
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undertake any responsibility for anything. Do you understand?"
he ask~d, as it seemed, with an ironical undertone.
HI do not think," replied K. with growing excitement, "that
you expect an answer in the affirmative. The only way in which
1 might try to interpret your paradox is that you are able to operate at your convenience, now within an intelligible law, now
without it, which gives you an extraordinary advantage over the
objects of your operations. \Vhat determines your choice, I shall
not even attempt to guess. But if my view is correct, it might have
been just as well for me to "proceed thither," that is, to travel to
my so-called original country, for the order prevailing there can
hardly be more inhuman than the system which you represent,
although the inhumanity of that order is perhaps more overt:'
"You may derive some profit from your insight. But you still
deceive yourself with respect to the categories to be applied here.
The question of humanity refers to an entirely different dimension, one which does not obtain here."
"That seems to be the case indeed," said K. grimly. Suddenly,
from some dreadful recess of his being, an impulse welled up
which shocked him because he had never experienced anything
similar, and made him sit up tensely. How would it feel to grab
the T.shaped ruler like an ax and swing it. swiftly against the
consul's frail-looking temple? \Vould the sharp steely rim crack
the skull? \Vhat would it sound like? \Vould much blood gush
forth in a rapid geyser·like stream, or would it feebly trickle down
and ruin the man's stiff white collar? Certainly the consul was
merely a cog in a vast machinery, perJlaps a very minor one-but
the breakage of even a small part might send a warning signal to
the main switchboard where the true operators were at work. But
[hen the delicate man behind the desk was not justa piece-of machinery-he was a human being, a complex repository of disappointments and sufferings. perhaps even hopes and joys. Struck
by the hopelessness of it all, K. slumped back in pis chair. The
T-shaped ruler, at which he was still staring, suddenly reminded
him of the crosses of Calvary. He said in a low voice, as if to him-
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self: "\Vhat was accomplished by Christ's dying for this world?"
Outside a cloud passed over the bleak autumnal sun that tried
to break through -the fog. During the long silence that followed it
was entirely impossible to make out the face of the consul.
Finally he said drily, in a bureaucratic manner: "This question
will not be discussed here. For the rest i~'Syour privilege to practice your Christianity_under the' given 'rcumstances as well as
you can, if you care to." As if he could rea K.'s mind, the consul
had pulled the ruler to his side of the desk. Now he briskly drew
a neat line across a sheet of paper that lay before him, as if to stop
a horde of figures which seemed to crawl toward him like ants.
"You criticized me for operating on two different levels. May I
remind you that you too switch at your convenience from the part
of an innocent bystander caught in the meshes of a system which
is none of his concern, to that of a rather articulate accuser of
this system."
- "Perhaps I am not so innocent any longer," replied K., still in
a very low voice.
Q'
The consul got up, essaying a faint smile. "Perhaps a case of
split personality," he said, "which requires a physician's atten·
tion. You will undergo a medical examination. The result will
determine whether or not I may grant you the transit visa as an
exception. Here is the doctor's address."
rather than walked out of the office. On the
stairs of the consulate he almost fainted. Only now did he become
aware of the nervous strain of the past weeks. Of course, his case
lacked dramatic suspense. He never had been taken away at night
for unknown tortures, they had not hit him over the head with
rubber hose, they had not kicked him in the stomach, nor bad
they smashed his kidneys. H.is teeth were in order and his genitals
undamaged. Nor had he to creep in dark nights through hostile
mountains, nor had he to swim .across rivers, menaced by the bullets of the persecutors. He had only to budget his meager funds
carefully, frequently depending on friends. But it was all the
K.
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more exasperating to live under the disguise of a normal citizen
the life of a lawless vagabond who was treated like a potential
criminal, under the obligation of spending all his time and
energy to hunt a shadow of incomprehensible and fleeting righteousness. K. felt weak and miserable and an eternal victim of the
malicious machinery in which he had become entangled. 'Vaiting for his train he stared at the rails of the subway, ~editating
whether jumping down there when the train pulled in or turning.
on the gas in his hideous hotel room might be the more agreeable
manner of finishing the whole business. Because of his general
feebleness he followed the directions given him and after some
time found himself in the office of the physician to whom he had
been sent.
"Undress," the doctor shouted at his visitor. He had a pointed
red goatee. K. obeyed and stood shivering in the unheated
room while the doctor poked around at his body, indistinctly
grumbling.
!
"Stop trembling,"
i
"I am cold," whispered K.
"Aha," growled the doctor and took a note. "'Vhere do you
come from?"
"Do you mean where I just came from, or where I had my
residence?"
"I ask where do you come from. You must know where you
come from. That is a very simple question. Then you don't know
where you come from." He took another note. "\Vhat members of
your family have been in a lunatic asylum?"
"None as far as I know." said K.• staring at the tip of the red
beard as if he could read there the answer to a question that
vaguely started to torment him.
"'Vhy don't you know? How much is three times twentysf'ven?"
"Ninety-one," said K. distractedly. The doctor made a note.
"You have left your country?"
"'Vhat country? Do you mean the country of my origin or the
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country where 1 have been living?"
"Answer my question. My questions are perfectly straightfonvard, and you evade them with counterquestions. Are you
Jewish?"
"No," said K., freezing, and miserable because he could not
formulate the nagging question.
"Jews are in the habit of talking back. A hateful racial peculiarity. You have no excuse for that," the doctor said, his beard swinging up and down. "But perhaps you are Jewish after all. So much
the worse."
"Listen," K. exclaimed suddenly, raising his voice. He thought
he was now able to aniculate his question. It was something big,
involving God, the Universe, the sense of Creation, and the allimportant answer had to be extracted from this man who, as K.
could plainly see, was an emissary of hell. "I demand explanation," he went on sternly. "You must tell me. . . ."
~fomentarily startled by K.'s sudden outburst, the doctor drew
back slightly and stared at his visitor. K. felt with despair how his
tremendous question dissolved into nothing. He moved his lips
;
soundlessly, then whispered meekly:
"Why should you torture me like this? \Vhy does God allow
this to happen?"
"You know very well that I am not tonuring you. But if you
go on behaving as you are, I'll simply have to believe that you
are crazy, don't you see? If I were an army doctor, I would say
that you are a fake, but since you want to travel through my
country, I'll have to say you are actually crazy. For our purposes
there is no difference between pretended and real insanity."
He sounds like the passport-dealer. It flashed through K.'s
mind..
"You understand that the transit visa can be granted only to
mentally sound, well-adjusted persons. And the sign of a welladjusted person is conformance with the authorities. I want an
X-ray picture of your brain. Here is die address of the specialist
whom you will consult. Then you will come back here."
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With a calm tImt he could not comprehend K. dressed and went
out into tIle street. He had put the card with the address in a
pocket of his overcoat. When be came to the middle of the bridge
over the broad river he felt around in his pockets, for he was determined not to have X-ray pictures of bis brain manufactured by
anybody, and wanted to thro,~ tIle card into the river. Suddenly
he noticed in a pocket anotb~ bigger paper. He had no idea
what it was. The coat had been delivered to his hotel just before
he had left. It was the new one which the police official had promised. A cop had brought the coat and K. had not examined it. He
pulled out the paper. It was a letter addressed to him. The handwriting was unknown. He was about to open it when he observed
that the letter had been addressed to his permanent residence,
and there was no forwarding address indicated. There couldn't
have been, since he had not notified his post office at home of his
present address. He examined the envelope more closely, and to
his utter amazement he realized that it ,vas a registered letter
bearing the date of tIle day before he bad embarked on the unfortunate journey to test his passport. It must be the letter which
they had not wanted to issue to him! How did it come here?
Trembling, K. opened the letter. It contained a certified typewritten copy of a sizable document, without accompanying explanation. K. read it and tho,!ght an abyss lvould swallow him. It
was a document written in obsolete language showing that his
greatgrandfather on that critical day in ages past really had made
out the bill of sale at the required place and that his son had
signed the paper. How did it come to be here in the pocket of the
n~w coat-and at precisely this of all moments?
Clearly he was saved. He had only to send the paper to the
office in B. that bad requested it, and it 'Was more than likely that
all difficulties would be removed. \Vith this proof in his hands,
he could claim citizenship in a different country without "proceeding thither" for his basic and order numbers. He also could
let the brain specialist go hang. \Vas not everything wonderful
beyond belief?
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A second thought, accompanying the first on~ and alternating
with it, was to investigate the mystery of the origin of the paPer.
Should he go and see the police official, ask him whether he knew
how the letter had gotten into the coat? Or perhaps inqu.ire at the
store that had furnished the garment? Or write to the post office
at home and ask for an explanation?
Both ideas however were more and more repressed by.a third, .
as K. stared into the grey, slowly rolling waters of the river. Now
that it seemed to be within easy reach, the sheltered life which
had been his did not appear so desirable any longer. How sheltered had it been anyway? \Vithout notice it could be overthrown
at the whim of the anonymous operators of the gigantic paper
mill in which he had been caught for many months. \Vhy should
he go on letting himself be used that way? 1£ the meaning of
human existence really consisted in running from one office _to
another carrying miserable slips of paper to and fro, then it was
indeed better to step over the railing of the bridge and rest forever at the bottom of the dirty stream.
If one did not want to do that. and kwas entirely clear to K.
that he did not, there was only one way out. \Vith slow, calm
movements he tore into little pieces the precious document, the
account of his greatgrandfather's deeds. and let them whirl down
the railing into the muddy water. He did the same with the envelope and the card. Several seagulls fluttered screaming around
the yellow shreds. turning away in disappointment when they
realized it was nothing to eat. For a while K. watched the ·paper
drifting downstream and observed how the wake of it little tugboat swallowed all the pieces. Then he turned back from the railing of the bridge towards that part of the city where· the pale
woman with the dark hair lived.
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